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EDITORIAL
The winter now beginning will bring
with it the biennially recurrent peril of
legislation. Most of the state legisla
tures will assemble, talk, bargain, play politics in its least justi
fiable form, pass a great many totally unnecessary and perhaps
vicious laws and then, after having disturbed the orderly course
of affairs, will adjourn. It is almost worth going through the
anxiety of legislative years to experience the profound relief
which comes to all of us when we read that the legislature has
gone home to its several sources. It may be that in the mass of
new laws there will be a few worthy of enactment. It is certain
that the great majority will be completely useless. Some day,
some Utopian day, may come when legislative bodies will assemble
themselves together only when there is something important to
be done. What a glorious change that would be and what a
saving of time, money, civic health it would effect! For the
present, however, we must put the best possible face on the
matter and take legislatures and even congress as for the most
part inescapable evils in these early days of civilization. They
are somewhat like whooping cough and measles—unpleasant but
rather to be expected. Of course there is nothing easier than to
sneer at the lawmakers—it is a safe and popular pastime. Many
noble men are giving of their time and ability to make the states
and the nation as a whole better and better as the years go by.
To such men all honor and public gratitude are due; but they are
in the minority and the sad incontrovertible truth remains that
the legislator, speaking generally, is a burden upon the com
munity and his activities are ever dangerous. Perhaps no
people in this country feel the force of this fact more keenly than
the public accountants. Each legislative year is fraught with
doubts and dangers and it is quite within the range of probability
439
The Legislatures
Convene

The Journal of Accountancy
that something seriously adverse to the interest of the profession
may be done by any one of the legislatures at any session. With
fifty-two laws regulating the practice of accountancy in as many
jurisdictions and with the inborn inclination of a kind of men to
meddle in matters in which it seems safe to meddle, it is not much
to be marvelled at that accountants fear legislative years in their
respective states and dream of a day when regulation of the pro
fession will be protected in some way from the caprice of unin
telligent and possibly hostile legislators.

Specifically the danger lies not so much
in too strict regulation of the profession
but rather in too lax or in unfair regula
tion. It is open to question whether the idea of legal control of a
profession by compelling registration even after the most searching
preliminaries is altogether happy or wise. It is evident that the
profession does not unanimously approve such a system because
the American Institute of Accountants governs its admissions
without regard to any state law. Certain state examinations
may be recognized by the Institute’s board of examiners as
sufficient test of technical knowledge, but the organization has
long maintained its own rules to which all applicants must con
form. In other words, the Institute believes that the profession
should govern itself without interference by anyone not of the
profession. But the custom of state regulation has established
itself pretty thoroughly and for that reason the Institute has
labored steadfastly to better the conditions by suggesting new
laws, amended laws, improved regulations, etc. to the end that
the legal designation, certified public accountant, may mean
something well worth while. The success of these efforts has
been considerable and the letters C. P. A. now have a meaning
and a value in most of the states and territories. If only the
legislative danger could be averted it would be quite within the
bounds of reason to expect a steadily growing significance in the
state-given designation and a process of gradual development
in public appreciation. What the profession wants is to be left
to its own resources and to work out its own salvation. It is
practically certain, however, that this will not be permitted.
During the next three or four months there will be efforts to
abolish legislation already enacted and to throw the profession, so
far as state control is concerned, back into chaos; there will be
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attempts to enact laws extending the privilege of registration to
every aspirant however unqualified; there will be proposals for
even closer political ties between examining boards and state
officers; and who knows what other wild and queer notions may
be written into bills, enacted into laws and receive approval of
state governors? All that can be done is to maintain an ever
vigilant watch and ward, to oppose through every legitimate
agency and avenue the perils as they appear, and for the rest to
look forward in a spirit of faith and hope for the announcement in
the press that on such and such a date the legislature adjourned
sine die.
A good deal of discussion has taken
Limiting Accountant’s
place of late on the question to what
Range
extent the client of an accountant is
entitled to restrict the range of the accountant’s activities. The
client engages the accountant to do certain things for which he
knows that he will be required to pay a professional fee, and
consequently he feels that he has a perfect right to set limits and
to specify what the work shall be. If the client can not define
the scope, who can? This seems as simple as the alphabet. It
appears plain that the man who goes out to obtain professional
assistance should know what he wants and be able to get precisely
that and nothing more. It must be confessed, also, that there is a
small minority in the broad list of those who call themselves
accountants ready to accept this apparently proper theory and to
give the client services which will not cause even the most nervous
person the slightest apprehension of fear. On the other hand the
overwhelming majority of the profession—all reputable prac
titioners—will be confronted at times by limitations which must
not be accepted. So the question as to the right of the client to
require positive or negative service, which seems at first glance
altogether beyond argument, is really a subject upon which there
may be the widest difference of opinion in any individual case.
The accountant, of course, like the physician, must not insist
upon doing work which a client does not agree to have done. It
matters not how grave may be the condition of a patient the
physician can not command, he can only suggest and perhaps
strongly urge curative measures. The accountant may feel
confident that there is inherent rottenness in a business, but he
can not insist upon cutting out the disease if the client will not
consent. The accountant may believe that a tottering concern
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can be strengthened and set forward on the way to success by the
installation of sound methods of financial control or by the
adoption of modern means of handling accounts and mer
chandise. The most he can do is to urge that the recom
mendations he makes be accepted. He can not use what the
police in these gentle days call strong-arm methods. If the
client is content with things as they are and if the new-fangled
notions of the twentieth century do not appeal to him, it may be
unfortunate for both client and accountant, but that does not
alter the case, for the client is the arbiter after all and the
accountant is merely an interloper without rights if he is not
wanted. So much is axiomatic.

There are, however, cases of a different
kind altogether and it is in these that the
question of definition is debatable. Let
us suppose that the accountant is called in to make a balancesheet audit and that the client requires a certificate which can be
presented to the bankers in support of application for credit. Has
the client the right to forbid the accountant to make any reason
able and customary test of the accounts or notes receivable?
That is probably the one point upon which the question of re
striction most often arises and it will serve for illustrative pur
poses, although there are many other important elements in the
accounts about which client and accountant may differ. If the
client believes that the accountant should refrain from satisfying
himself by any or all usual and just analysis and verification of
items in the accounts, to what extent should the accountant
meekly bow and obey? There are, no doubt, many corporations
whose own internal systems of audit may be so well managed that
the accountant can dispense with any detailed verification of all
the items, but that is not saying that the accountant may ever be
forbidden to investigate with thoroughness anything which seems
to him to require investigation. It is one thing to feel that the
conditions justify acceptance of certain items at their book value
but quite another thing to accept any item because the client
declares it to be correct or immaterial. We are not thinking now
of the limited engagement, such, for example, as the request that
an accountant come in and check the accuracy of the compu
tations in the books or prepare a balance-sheet from the books
without certificate or comment. Such tasks as these are of a
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decreasing sort and many, perhaps most, accountants would not
accept them. There are audits of specific accounts or groups of
accounts also which carry no obligation to do anything more than
to make an inspection of those things. In a case of that kind the
bounds set by the client may be perfectly acceptable and may not
cause the least suspicion that there is anything extraordinary
about the company or its transactions. Restricted engagements
of this kind are not common and need not be considered in a
discussion of the right of the client to define. The accountant in
these days is generally expected to make a more or less com
prehensive survey of the whole business and, even when his
certificate is neither demanded nor desired, he is charged, in the
public mind at any rate, with the duty of seeing that all is well
within the range of his professional vision.
It may be said that when the client
wishes to restrict the accountant in the
scope of his investigation it is of evil
omen and for that reason, if for no other, the accountant should
beware. The accountant is always supposed to be wary even
when all is peaceful and in perfect order—there can be no two
opinions on that. But it is not always an indication of crooked
ness when the client attempts to throw unusual restrictions around
the accountant. There may be reasons of the most innocent
character which seem to the client good and sufficient. Time,
expense, confidence in one’s customers and staff—these and
others may induce the client to suggest that the accountant
should simply accept the figures given him and seek no verifica
tion. There are many men in business who are honest as the
day and lack the very elements of ordinary business caution.
With such as these the accountant frequently finds himself
involved in controversy on points which to most men would be
self-evident. It should be unnecessary to say that, when the
client attempts to set bounds to an investigation and in so doing
arouses the suspicion of the accountant, there are only two things
possible for a reputable practitioner to do: he must either insist
upon unhampered access to all records and the right to make a
more than ordinarily penetrating verification of balance-sheet
items or he must refuse to have anything whatever to do with the
client or his case. The latter is by far the better way, for the
accountant who, having any doubt about the integrity of his
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client, continues to act in professional relationship with him is
laying himself open to the accusation of compounding a wrong
if not an actual felony. It is not in the case of the shaky or
shifty client that the accountant is most interested; it is easy
enough to throw such cases down the stairs or out the window
if the building be not too high. The real and important question
arises when a client in good faith would limit the scope of an
investigation so that the accountant is unable to prove to his
own satisfaction that the accounts truly report the facts. It is
not safe to be dogmatic on such a subject. Possibly some con
catenation of circumstances might permit limitations not com
monly allowable. But speaking broadly it may certainly be
affirmed that the accountant must not accept any engagement,
especially in the auditing field, unless he is given a free hand to
do what his professional experience and knowledge tell him should
be done. He should use his freedom wisely and without un
necessary and meticulous foolishness, but he must insist upon the
right to do whatever the case requires. If he accept an inter
pretation of professional duty narrower than that let him take
his place among the ranks of those who are servants rather than
practitioners. Indeed, the difference between professional and
other vocations lies largely in this, that the employee must do
as he is told to do, provided there is nothing positively wrong
about it, whereas the professional man brings his own mind and
will to bear when he accepts as well as when he serves a client.

If a correspondent writes to inquire
what a “business-getter” may be, one
is naturally impelled to reply that he
or it is a device to get business. That seems fairly clear. But
if the correspondent adds: “I mean in an accountant’s office”,
that is another matter altogether. What is a business-getter in
an accountant’s office? Indeed, sir, we should like to know.
What desire can an accountant have to get business? There
must be come inexplicable mistake here, some confusion. Does
the correspondent really mean an accountant’s office or is he not
thinking of some other kind of office, perhaps a bootblacking
parlor? An accountant, if you are speaking of a public ac
countant, as you seem to be, is a professional man and he knows
naught of business so far as his personal participation goes. He
might conceivably be interested in increasing his practice and his
What is a “BusinessGetter”?
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clientele, but never in getting business. The idea is a paradox.
We are assured that such a conception is contrary to all the laws
of biology. “ I applied for a position on the staff of a well known
firm of accountants and was told that there were no openings for
accountants unless the applicant could prove himself a good
business-getter and then there might be a chance.” The man
who wrote these words is not an utter fool and he seems to know
something of the subject whereon he writes. We know his
recent history and know that he is a moderately sound citi
zen not greatly given to mendacity. But what is this thing
that he is describing, the office of an accountant, a public ac
countant evidently, wherein a business-getter can find a place?
He does not mention the city in which this amazing experience
came to him but as he is chiefly resident in New York it seems
possible that the largest American city has added to its already
bewildering list of rare and novel things this hitherto unknown
phenomenon, a business-getter in an accountant’s office—not
strayed thither, let us remember, but positively encouraged to
enter and abide there. Somewhere in the backroom of memory
there seems to be a faint shadow of some remote prototype of a
business-getter who in the bronze age—or was it in the brass?—
went about drumming up trade for a forerunner of the account
ant. But today under the light of the professional lamp it is
entirely out of the question for an accountant to employ anyone
for the prime or even the secondary purpose of bringing grist to
the mill.
All that has been written in the pre
An Anachronism
ceding paragraph ought to be true; but
Survives
it is greatly to be feared that the
business-getter is not entirely unknown. He may be called by
any one of a dozen names ranging all the way from so genial a
thing as a “good mixer” to so deplorable a creature as a houseto-house solicitor, a ringer of door-bells, who peddles accounting
service as though it were a vacuum cleaner or the latest edition of
some ornamental and highly educational set of books. There is
nothing to be said against the man whom fate compels to sell
commodities at the doorstep. He may be a benefactor when all
is said and done. But what shall be said in favor of the so-called
professional practitioner who permits his services to be hawked
about the streets and in the corridors of office buildings as though
a tangible commodity were on sale? It is difficult for anyone of
445
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average intelligence to understand how these business-getters
ever justify their appellation. It seems that no business man
with the smallest perception of the proprieties would be deceived
by the blandishments of the most persuasive salesman whose
wares were something so delicate and intangible that in the nature
of things they could not be offered across the counter or entered in
a salesbook. If a man entered an office and presenting the
card of a firm of lawyers began to extol the merits of his principal,
even if he did not descend to the profound depths of quoting a
scale of fees intended to be seductive, he would create a feeling of
amazement followed by disgust in the minds of everyone. If a
crisp and dapper young man called at any home in any com
munity whatsoever and solicited attention to the skill and
accomplishments of a physician or surgeon, he would be doing the
thing which above all others would keep his principal’s waiting
room roomy and waiting. Yet there are people who try to
convince themselves and everyone else that it is only by adopting
such vile practices that the members of an equally learned pro
fession, accountancy, can achieve their place in the sun. How
utterly preposterous it is! Surely solicitation defeats its own
purpose.
It is not an easy matter to draw a
Where to Draw
distinct
line between the social ac
the Line
complishments which in a legitimate
way will help any professional man to win that favor in the
public mind which will bring clients or patients to the door and
the direct and offensive touting which is condemned by all
canons of good taste and modesty. There is a zone of doubt
between the two extremes and it is only by the exercise of the
personal sense of the ethical that the division can be made.
There can be no valid objection to good fellowship and association
with one’s friends and neighbors, and if subjects of a professional
nature are sometimes discussed on the golf course or on the yacht
it is ridiculous to protest; but that is not to admit any propriety
in using club membership or any other means as a rudder to steer
professional practice to one’s private dock. Unfortunately the
code of ethics of the American Institute of Accountants does not
specifically inhibit all solicitation. We think it should do so.
The rules forbid solicitation of the clients of another member, but
nothing is said on the subject of solicitation as an enterprise on
its individual merits or faults. The accountant who solicits the
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favor of another member’s clients is liable to suspension or
expulsion, but if it be wrong to approach the clients of a fellow
member it must be equally wrong to encroach upon the field of
any accountant. In other rules of conduct it is laid down that an
Institute member shall not address by letter any business man or
company not a client or a personal friend of the member, and it
seems that a similar restriction might be placed upon the range
of solicitation. If it were the rule that no member should seek
as a client anyone not personally known to him and known also to
be without the professional assistance of any other accountant,
whether a member of the Institute or not, it would be a good
thing for all concerned. It is practically impossible to prevent
suggestive reference to accounting affairs when an accountant and
another man are met together. No proof of turpitude could be
produced and it would befutile to make rules which could not
be enforced. Every accountant must use his own innate sense of
right and wrong to govern his relationships with other men. He
must follow the golden rule if he is a gentleman. Beyond that it
is not needful to go in that realm of personal conduct where there
is no third person present to criticise or restrain. The truly
reputable practitioner in any profession can be trusted to do the
correct thing and to abstain from acts in private which would be
condemned in public. The man who may not be trusted so is
not reputable and sooner or later his acquaintances will become
suspicious and tell him about it. Thus we get back to the old
argument, which has appeared time and again in this magazine,
namely, that there should be rules of conduct sternly enforced for
a few glaring offenses and that for the fine points of doctrine
and behavior the individual accountant must be guided by his
conscience and his sense of what is due to the great profession to
which he is privileged to belong.
We are coming close to the end of
another year and, like every other sort
and condition of men, accountants will
look back over 1926 and take a kind of inventory of things in
general. Most of them will find, when the balance is struck,
that it has been a quiet year and its profitableness not the greatest
in history, yet for all that the year has added something to the
accumulated surplus of most practitioners. Nearly everyone is a
little nearer to the goal which he has set for himself, the amount
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of principal which will enable him to lay down something of the
burden of work and to play more. Here and there, it is said,
there is an accountant or two who would continue the full pressure
of activity to the brink of the grave. Some would have a profitand-loss account read at the funeral services and would prefer a
pile of ledgers as a memorial of them. But they are rare souls—
the rarer the better. Most good workers are addicted to the
habit of looking forward to a little rest, a little play, a little medi
tation and perhaps a little thought for the welfare of humanity
after the heat and burden of the day. If we could only see into
the minds of the ordinary man we should almost always find
there a symbol of the dollar, the franc, the pound, followed by a
row of figures representing the minimum of that competence to
which the mind’s eye is turned. It would be a sum of greatly
varying amount, for no two of us have the same desires and plans
for our declining years. It would be alike, however, in its
exactitude. Everybody who knows anything at all knows
pretty well what he wants for himself and for his family. The
trouble with too many of us is that we set the mark of our ambi
tion too high, and when we fail to reach it we struggle against
what we call our ill fortune and fight on and on so long that when
we do reach the goal we are tired out and have lost all the art of
play and restfulness. To most men in this stupendously pros
perous country there comes a time when work can be tempered
more and more with recreation and to a great many the ability
to retire from active labor altogether comes before it is time to
close the shutters. When to retire is a more difficult question
than how to retire.
During the year now ending several
practitioners
have gone to render their
When to Retire
last accounting who might have been
hale and hearty yet, by all human ways of judging, if they had
been willing to slow down a little a few years ago. They wrought
at the intense and killing pressure, which so many accountants
seem to believe necessary, until the machinery wore out, and then,
when something gave ’way, the break was beyond repair. It is
an American fault to work so incessantly and at such speed in the
dollar business that most of us do not know what to do with
leisure when we find it. The railroad man spends his day off
sitting about the nearest station and watching the trains go by.
He can’t think of anything else to do. The accountant is often
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an offender of the same kind. He is lost without accounting to
do. Lately there has been a little improvement, it is true.
Golf has saved some, travel others. A few men can be found who
have laid down the working tools in time to learn the joy of other
things, and it is to be hoped that their example will be followed
by a growing number. It has been said that the men who most
advance the cause of civilization are those who have time to think.
The philosopher is at last a greater man than the artisan. It is
not necessary to relinquish one’s interest in his life-work simply
because the full driving power is given over to others. There is
an immense opportunity for constructive thinking by the prac
tically experienced man who, in the height of his mental growth,
finds himself in a position to use his mind uninterruptedly on
something bigger than a detail. Under the open sky good and
fruitful thinking is easier than in an office. And, after all, what
is gained by working until the undertaker calls? If a man has
enough to enable him to live decently and to do some good in the
community and to take care of his family, is that not sufficient?
If there has been misfortune and the man must keep his hand
on the plow to the end of the last furrow that is an altogether
different case. Most of the practising accountants are not so
placed. Accountants work too hard; they stick to the task
too long; many of them die too early. And so when the question
is asked, “When should a man retire from active practice?” the
best answer that can be given is simply this: “ As soon as possible.”
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